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[57] ABSTRACT 

Disclosed is an Interne t-bascd referral system that enables 
individuals and other business entities ("associates") to 
market products, in return for a commission, that are sold 
from a merchant's Web site. The system includes automated 
registration software that runs on the merchant's Web site to 
allow entities to register as associates. Following 
registration, the associate sets up a Web site (or other 
information dissemination system) to distribute hypertextual 
catalog documents that includes marketing information 
(product reviews, recommendations, etc.) about selected 
products of the merchant. In association with each such 
product, the catalog document includes a hypertextual 
"referral link" that allows a user ("customer") to link to the 
merchant's site and purchase the product. When a customer 
selects a referral link, the customer's computer transmits 
unique IDs of the selected product and of the associate to the 
merchant's site, allowing the merchant to identify the prod- 
uct and the referring associate. If the customer subsequently 
purchases the product from the merchant's site, a commis- 
sion is automatically credited to an account of the referring 
associate. The merchant site also implements an electronic 
shopping cart that allows the customer to select products 
from multiple different Web sites, and then perform a single 
"check out" from the merchant's site. 

42 Claims, 14 Drawing Sheets 
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Associates Program Application 



Contact Information 

Please fill out the name end address of the person in charge of your 
sponsoring Web site. This is the person to whom we will address all 
correspondence about your participation in the Associates Program. 

Contact person's name: 



C 



Address Line 1: 



Address Line 2: 



City 



State; 



ZIP Code: 



Phone number. 



Contact person's e-mail address: 



Please fill out the name end address of the person to whom we should send 
referral fee payments earned through this program 

Payee's name: 

i i 



FIG. 3a 
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Address Line 1 : 




ARTICLES & 
IN 1 fcKVIhfvb 

Amazon.com Journal 
Eclectica 

In TMeir Own Words 


1 

AOCuGSS LiQ6 4. 

1 

City: 




SIGN-UP 

Eyes 

Exoert Editors 
BIG FUN 

Win PrhjOQ 

tun rnzes 
Wanna. PlelY? 
Customer Reviews 


1 1 

Stat*: 

1 

ZIP Code: 

1 

Phone number: 

1 1 




PARTNERS 

Associates 
Publishers 
Authors 


Payee's e-mail address: 

1 1 




AMAZON.COM 

ttout Our Store 

Press Qlip§ 
gpin Our Staff 
Customer Comments 
Sept? Us, E-mail 


Describe Your Existing Web Site 

Enter the name and URL of the Web site through which you wish to link to 
our books. 

Name of the sponsoring Web site: 


HELP 

Helo Desk 


i 

Home page URL of sponsoring Web site: 




Your Account 
New User Guide 
Home 


|http:// 

Describe Your Intended Book Listings; 






Briefly describe the type of books you intend to list on your site. Add any 
other brief comments or explanation (try to keep this under 10 lines or so): 



FIG. 3b 
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Description and comments: 



At some point* we may decide to display your name somewhere on our 
pages during a customer order, e.g. "Good Zookeeping Magazine in 
association with Amazon-com". Please enter the name we should use to refer 
to you if we do so. In the above example, the name you entered would have 
been "Good Zookeeping Magazine". In many cases, we know that this will 
be the same as the name of your sponsoring Web site, but please enter the 
correct name again here: 

Enter the name we should use oh these pages: 



Submit your application 

Before finalizing and submitting your application, please review the 
Qtt erating A ere ement which describes the terms and conditions of your 
participation in the Associates Program. Once you have filled out this form 
and reviewed the agreement, press the "Yes" button to submit your 
application or the "No" button to exit 

By pressing the " yes" button, you indicate that you want to apply to 
participate in the Amazon.com Associates Program, that you have reviewed 
the Operating Agreement and understand its contents, and that, if 
Amaion.com, Inc. accepts this application, you agree to be bound by the 
terms and conditions of the operating agreement. 



Yes, I want to participate 



No, I do not want to participate 
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New Titles 




Terrain Skiing : 

How to master tough skiing, like the experts! ~602 
BySethMasia"* 

You've been through ski school and are a good skier- on groomed terrain. Now what? How Z 
you take your skills into difficult terrain and snow conditions? SethMasia. long-time SKI 

^^^ erat "«t»»veteranofUieSqu*wVaUeySkiSchooLprovidesinsightmtohow 
experts make tough conditions look easy- and how you can, too. The book emphasizes terrain absorption and 
cross-over shlls that are especially useful for skiers adopting the new supersidecut skis. 

Selected as the official manual of the North American Ski Training Center. 

"Covers snow conditions like crust, ice. and powder, and terrain situations fcke bumps, trees and chutes in ways 
that are succmct and to the point. Skiers want outcome-specific instruction and this book gives it." - Dave 
Merriam, SKI Magazine instruction editor and head coach of the PSIA Demonstration Teams. 
"Full of mountain smarts and savvy." -Snow Country 
$1255. Contemporary Books ISBN 0-8092-3202-2 
Click here to order Terrain SkiingI 

^"^608 



FIG. 6 
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cookbook. 

Welcome to the new StarChefs Cookbook Store. 

Thanks for stopping in! We're filling our shelves to offer you books from 
the starchefs and cookbook authors we feature as well as others Best 
of all is that because of our association with Amazon Books we can get 
any book you want, at any time of day or night...24 hours a day. They 
can even be giftwrapped and delivered with a note for an epicurean 
friend! Dont forget to bookmark this page as we will be adding new 
books all the time I 



Darin* Allen 

Tht Complete Book 

of Irish Country Cooking: 

Traditional and Wholesome 

Recipes from Ireland 

Hardcover 

Published by Penguin USA 
-- More CookBook Info 



Daniel Bouhid 
Cooking With 
Darnel Bo ulud 

Hardcover 

Published by Random House 



/ 



-Order This ConM^ 
- More CookBook Tnfn 



more 



1000 



David Burke 
Cooking with 
David Burke 

Hardcover 
Published by Knopf 



-QrdgrThisCookBnn^ 
-More CookBook Info 



FIG. 10a 
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Amazon. COM 

Text Only 



SEARCH BY 

Author. Title. Subject 

Keyword 

ISBN 

Advanced Quetv 

BUY BOOKS 

Shopping Cart 
Checkout 

supsmooM 

Computer & Internet 

MILES OF AISLES 

Business 
Science Fiction 
Nonfittion 
Literary Fiction 
Romance 
Children's Books 
And Many More . . 

LISTS 

Titles In the News 
Bestsellers 
Award Winners 
Amazon.com 500 
Hot 20 
Mystery 50 
Literary 50 
Computer 50 
Business 50 
Science Fiction 5p 



Items in your shopping cart: 

Proceed to Checkout ] Continue Shopping | 



Quantity: 



>1004 



Available immediately; 

P 1 Terrain Skiing : How to Master Tough Ski) 



Skiin* Like the Experts 



Seth Masia; Paperback; 

List: $1255 - Our Price: $1036 - You Save: $259 (20%) 



Availab le in 1-2 weeks: 

I 1 I Cooking Wi th Daniel Bouiud. Daniel Boulud, Todd France 
(Photographer); Hardcover; 

List: $50U0 ~ Our Price: $35JQ0 - You Save: $15.00 (30%) 



Please press this button if you Changed Quantities of any items in your 
shopping cart. If you don't press it, your changes wont "stick." You can set 
the quantity to 0 (zero) to delete an item from your cart. 



Proceed to Checkout [ 



1004 



FIG. 10c 



09/22/2003, EAST Version: 1.04.0000 



6,029,141 



INTERNET-BASED CUSTOMER REFERRAL 
SYSTEM 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to electronic commerce. 
Specifically, this invention relates to information processing 
methods for marketing and selling goods via the Internet or 
other interactive network. 

APPENDICES 

Included as Appendices A and B are documents that 
illustrate a preferred embodiment of the invention. These 
materials form part of the disclosure of the specification. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

With the increasing popularity of the Internet and the 
World Wide Web, it has become common for merchants to 
set up Web sites for marketing and selling goods. One 
example of such a Web site is the online bookstore site of 
AMAZON.COM, the assignee of the present invention. Via 
this site, consumers can access and place orders from an 
online book catalog that includes millions of titles. 

One problem commonly encountered by online merchants 
is an inability to effectively market goods via their Web sites. 
Because the customer cannot physically inspect the products 
via the Web site, and typically cannot talk to a salesperson, 
it is desirable that the site provide access to product reviews, 
product ratings, and other information that can be relied on 
by the customer to make an informed decision. In many 
cases, however, the merchant lacks the resources needed to 
generate or otherwise obtain such information, especially if 
the merchant sells a large and diverse selection of goods. For 
example, it would not be practical for AMAZON.COM to 
prepare reviews of all, or even a significant portion of, the 
millions of tides available on the AMAZON.COM site. 

Another problem commonly faced by online merchants is 
an inability to efficiently attract potential consumers to their 
Web sites. One way of attracting consumers has been to 
market the site through television, newspaper and Internet 
advertisements. However, advertising a site using conven- 
tional methods can be expensive, and can consume signifi- 
cant human resources. In addition, it is often difficult or 
impossible to evaluate the effectiveness of a given adver- 
tisement. 

The present invention addresses these and other problems. 
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides a software system and 
method for enabling an Internet sales entity, referred to 
herein as the "merchant," to efficiently market and sell goods 
in cooperation with Web sites or other network sites of 
respective business partners, referred to herein as "associ- 
ates." The system and method are implemented in part by 
software that runs on the merchant's Web site. Through this 
site, an entity can enroll (via an automated registration 
process) as an associate, and can then disseminate catalogs 
(Web documents, PUSH documents, e-mail newsletters, 
etc.) that include the associate's reviews and/or recommen- 
dations on specific products sold by the merchant. 

In accordance with one aspect of the invention, the 
associate catalog documents include product-specific 
hyperlinks, referred to herein as "referral links," that allow 
potential customers to link to the merchant's Web site to 
initiate purchases of such products from the merchant. Each 
referral link is provided within the catalog document in 



association with referral information that is transmitted to 
the merchant's site when a user (customer) clicks on the 
referral link. This referral information preferably includes 
the unique ID of the associate (assigned upon enrollment) 
5 and the unique ID of the selected product. Referral process- 
ing software running on the merchant site uses this infor- 
mation to identify the associate that referred the customer to 
the merchant site, and to identify the product selected from 
the associate's catalog. If the customer subsequently pur- 

J0 chases the selected product from the merchant site (e.g., by 
filling out an order form page and submitting the order), the 
referral processing software automatically credits the refer- 
ring associate for the referral by, for example, applying a 
commission to an account of the associate. In one 

35 implementation, the referral commission is automatically 
generated based on a fixed percentage of the merchant's 
selling price, and is paid to the associate electronically on a 
periodic basis (such as every calendar quarter). 

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, the 

20 merchant site implements an automated associate enroll- 
ment process for allowing individuals and business entities 
to register as associates. The enrollment process is imple- 
mented in part by Web pages that are transmitted to the 
computer of the associate applicant, and by enrollment 

25 software that runs on the merchant site. During the enroll- 
ment process, the applicant is presented with an online 
business agreement (in the form of a Web page) that sets 
forth the terms and conditions of doing business with the 
merchant. In addition, the applicant is presented with an 

30 online form that requests various information, such as the 
name, payment address and e-mail address of the applicant 
and a description of the proposed associate Web site. In one 
implementation, the enrollment software includes text scan- 
ning code that automatically scans the completed form for 

35 pre-specified words and phrases (vulgarities, etc.) that may 
give rise to a rejection of the application, and flags the 
application for further (human) review when such a word or 
phrase is found. 
As part of the online registration, the application is 

40 processed (either automatically or by a staff member of the 
merchant), and the enrollment software generates and 
assigns a unique associate ID to the applicant, and stores this 
ID (together with other associate information) in an associ- 
ate database of the merchant site. In addition, the enrollment 

45 software generates and sends an e-mail message to the 
associate with instructions for placing referral links within 
catalog documents. 

In a preferred embodiment, the merchant site includes 
code that maintains a unified shopping cart data structure 

50 ("shopping cart") for each ongoing customer shopping ses- 
sion. For each ongoing shopping session, the shopping cart 
maintains a record of at least: (i) the products that are 
currently selected by the customer for prospective purchase, 
and (ii) the referral source (if any) of each such product. In 

55 one implementation, each shopping cart persists on the 
merchant site for an extended period of time (such as one 
week) following the most recent access by the customer, 
thereby allowing the customer to conduct extended shopping 
sessions. To purchase the products represented within the 

60 shopping cart, the customer proceeds to a "check out" area 
of the merchant site and submits an order. Software running 
on the merchant site then uses the information collected 
within the shopping cart to identify, and appropriately credit 
the account of, each associate that provided a corresponding 

65 referral. 

An important benefit of the shopping cart feature is that it 
allows the customer to select products from multiple differ- 
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em siles, and then perform a single check-out to purchase all 
of the selected products. Another benefit is that it provides 
an efficient mechanism for crediting the accounts of the 
associates at the time of purchase. Although the use of a 
shopping cart provides certain advantages, the referral track- 
ing and crediting features of the invention can be imple- 
mented without the use of a shopping can. 

In one implementation, the various components are pro- 
vided on the Web site of AMAZON.COM as part of the 
AMAZON.COM Associates Program. Through this 
program, an individual or business entity can register as an 
AMAZON.COM associate, and can then set up a Web site 
to market customized subsets of the books (typically in a 
particular area of expertise) available from the AMAZON- 
.COM site. For example, a computer company can set up a 
site (or add an area to an existing site) to recommend and sell 
selected books on computer programming languages, and a 
Cajun chef can set up a site to recommend and sell selected 
books on New Orleans style cooking. The associate is in turn 
paid a commission or other consideration based on the 
referrals that result in actual purchases. Because AMAZON- 
.COM handles the various tasks associated with processing 
orders from customers (including shipping, collections, and 
customer service), the associate need only be concerned with 
the administration of the associate Web site. 

An important benefit of the invention is that it allows the 
task of marketing the merchant's products to be efficiently 
distributed among entities that have established reputations 
and exposure within their respective fields. Another benefit 
is that it provides an efficient mechanism for exposing the 
merchant's Web site to the public, by encouraging others 
(associates) to set up outgoing links to the merchant's site. 

Because the associate enrollment and referral tracking/ 
credit functions are automated in whole or in part, these 
benefits can be realized with minimal supervision by the 
merchant. In addition, because the compensation provided to 
the associates is performance-based (e.g., based on the 
number of referrals that result in actual sales), the merchant 
need not be concerned with the existence of large numbers 
of associates that provide relatively small numbers of refer- 
rals. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

These and other features and advantages of the invention 
will now be described with reference to the drawings of 
certain preferred embodiments, which are intended to illus- 
trate and not to limit the invention, and in which: 

FIG. 1 is a high-level architectural drawing illustrating the 
primary components of a system that operates in accordance 
with the present invention. 

FIG. 2 is an architectural drawing and flow diagram 
illustrating the enrollment function of the system. 

FIGS. 3a-3c are respective screen displays further illus- 
trating the enrollmenl function. 

FIG. 4 illustrates a URL format used to embed referral 
links within Web documents in accordance with the inven- 
tion. 

FIG. 5 is an architectural drawing and flow diagram 
illustrating a referral transaction sequence in accordance 
with the present invention. 

FIG. 6 is a screen display illustrating an HTML catalog 
document of the associate's Web site. 

FIG. 7 is an HTML listing illustrating a preferred method 
for embedding a referral link within a catalog document of 
an associate's Web site. 
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FIG. 8 is a screen display illustrating an HTML catalog 
document detail page of the merchant Web site. 

FIG. 9 is a screen display illustrating a preferred shopping 
cart processing method in accordance with the present 
5 invention. 

FIGS. 10tf-10c are screen displays illustrating HTML 
documents of the merchant Web site. 

In the drawings, the first digit of each reference number 
10 indicates the Figure number in which the referenced item 
first appears. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

is To facilitate a complete understanding of the invention, 
the description of the preferred embodiment is arranged 
within the following sections: 

1. GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND ACRONYMS 

2. OVERVIEW OF SYSTEM COMPONENTS AND 
20 OPERATION 

3. ASSOCIATE ENROLLMENT FUNCTION 

4. REFERRAL TRANSACTION FUNCTION 

5. UNIFIED SHOPPING CART FUNCTION 
25 6. REPORT GENERATION FUNCTION 

7. CONCLUSION 
1. Glossary of Terms and Acronyms 

The following terms and acronyms are used throughout 
the detailed description: 

30 Client-Server. A model of interaction in a distributed 
system in which a program at one site sends a request to a 
program at another site and waits for a response. The 
requesting program is called the "client," and the program 
which responds to the request is called the "server." In the 

35 context of the World Wide Web (discussed below), the client 
is a "Web browser" (or simply "browser") which runs on a 
computer of a user; the program which responds to browser 
requests by serving Web pages is commonly referred to as a 
"Web server." 

40 Hyperlink. A navigational link from one document to 
another, or from one portion (or component) of a document 
to another. Typically, a hyperlink is displayed as a high, 
lighted word or phrase that can be selected by clicking on it 
using a mouse to jump to the associated document or 

45 documented portion. 

Hypertext System. A computer-based informational sys- 
tem in which documents (and possibly other types of data 
entities) are linked together via hyperlinks to form a user- 
navigable "web." 

50 Internet. A collection of interconnected (public and/or 
private) networks that are linked together by a set of 
standard protocols (such as TCP/IP and HTTP) to form a 
global, distributed network. (While this term is intended to 
refer to what is now commonly known as the Internet, it is 

55 also intended to encompass variations which may be made 
in the future, including changes and additions to existing 
standard protocols.) 

World Wide Web ("Web"). Used herein to refer generally 
to both (i) a distributed collection of interlinked, user- 

60 viewable hypertext documents (commonly referred to as 
Web documents or Web pages) that are accessible via the 
Internet, and (it) the client and server software components 
which provide user access to such documents using stan- 
dardized Internet protocols. Currently, the primary standard 

65 protocol for allowing applications to locate and acquire Web 
documents is HTTP, and the Web pages are encoded using 
HTML. However, the terms "Web" and "World Wide Web" 
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are mtended to encompass future markup languages and 2. Overview of System Components and Operation 

Web S ite. ^comp^fer system tha, serves informational TTjS^vS?^ *" 

content over a network using the standard protocols of the < l^iatc Web X M ™h c ^'° mcr ~™P UIC [ an 

World Wide Web. Typically? a Web site corresponds to a > I T J L d ' mcrcbanI Web S1,e 106 , *U of 

particular Internet domain name, such as "amaWLm," 7^1' ^ ' 0g ^ er by "* ^ 1M ^ CUSt0mer 

and includes the content associated with a particular orga- c ° m P uter 1W lM y •* any type of computing device that 

nization. As used herein, the term is generally intended to 3 . * a "?f r ( customer ") '° interactively browse Web sites 

encompass both (i) the hardware/software server compo- V If 0 a brow ser 112. For example, the customer computer 

nents that serve the informational content over the network 10 may a P eisonal computer (PC) that runs the Windows 

and (ii) the "back end" hardware/software components] NT operating system. 

including any non-standard or specialized components, that Tne merchant Web site 106 is a site that provides various 

interact with the server components to perform services for functionality for allowing customers to purchase products, 

Web site users. including products selected from the Web sites of associates! 

HTML (Hypertext Markup Language). Astandard coding 15 Typically, this site will be operated by a business entity 

convention and set of codes for attaching presentation and (referred to herein as the "merchant") that handles the 

linking attributes to informational content within docu- various order processing, shipping, collections, and cus- 

ments. (HTML 2.0 is currently the primary standard used for tomer service tasks associated with the sale of goods In an 

S^h^mSr d0C V me , nt l> D ™ , W a document authoring implementation described herein, the merchant Web site 106 

stage, the HTML codes (referred to as "tags") are embedded 20 is the site of AMAZON COM 

^K^fT'SSir!? tent ° f d0C T ent ' WheD lhe M described below ' the site 106 kdwte enrollment 

Web document (or HTML document) is subsequently trans- software that implements an online registration process for 

SSLlTh T "* i° a J b,DWWr ' the COdeS are aUowi °8 other en,ilies (individuals, compani«, eto ) to 
? v "f d 10 J"™ ™ d display ^ K ^ tct 15 associates - An entity enrolling as an associate 

document. Additionally in specifying how the Web browser 25 provides the merchant Web site 106 with a completed online 

links to other Web documents (commonly referred to as software program ("SW") at the site 106. The enrollment 
Grah e a r rl ,n ^2 ™T ^TT^ "S^ "* lM S " C ™«* an entry in lhe database 160 

Zt?™%™ti%£ft' dey and S0DS ' 30 S3? ,0 the informalion provided by ,he enrolling 

wS?wh? wl 0 "' 1 TraOSport Ptotocol \ n ° s i andard ^ associate's Web site 100 is the site of an entity that 

SfnJrf ■ y =! ,en, ; se, r er g?jo«>l used for the has registered with the merchant, via the online registration 

S ,1 t (SUCh S \?™ L documeDts - and Process,tomarketasubsetofthemerchant'sgoods^ren^ 

f^^&^fT^Z^t* 0 ™'"* f ° r com P ensat i°« (Preferably a performance-base^ 
J^^u- , T dM / T te ,? f dlfferent ,ypCS 0f 35 com »ission). Typically, this site is owned and operated by 

messages wh,cb can be sent from the client to the server to an individual or business entity ("associate") that is not in 

request different types of server actions. For example, a the same business as that of the merchant. Fo example k 

GET message, which has the format GET <URL>, causes the context of the AMAZON.COM Associates ftSSTtte 

SrtUlSlT" d ° CUmenl " f " e " the be an individuaI thal is - ^ buSnTss of 

™!wt • . „ 40 ralin S m y sler y nov els. 

«l ten. fi teraat ' 0n , a / ta ? da , rd ?°° k Nu ?l ber) - A DUmeri - A* described beIow ' because ' b e merchant handles the 
ca idenufier associated with books, pamphlets, educational tasks of processing online orders, shipping producTcol- 
bts, m.croforms CD-ROM and braille publications in cir- lec.ing payment, aid providing customer sfrvS the Cal- 
culation throughout the worid. The ISBN is a ten-digit ciate need not be concerned with tSse^ThusTe 
number assigned to each published title that provides an <s associate can effectively become Tn onHne Jailer 

W ui r m d r f lDtern o UOnally r ? COgDiZ f d " ideDtity " immediately, by simply enrolling as an a^Tate and S 

URL (Uniform Resource Locator). A unique address up a Web site ana setting 

*t K^rST* b f f ti0D ° f V^, ,° n r r 0ther reSOUfCe ,n additioD ' because the mercba °' Web site 106 includes 
on the Internet. The general format of a URL is protocol:// software for automating the primary functions of doine 
machine address: P ort/path/filename. The port specification 50 business with associates (such as associate Staent S 

£2 Z ' f H°H e 15 e f Dtered . by the USef> the bf0WSer ral ,ransaclion P focessi °8. a « d commSn Sg nd 
default to the standard port or whatever service is specified payment), .be architecture aUows the merchant to do busf- 
as he protocol. For example, ,f HTTP is specified as the ness with large numbers (e.g., thousands) of associate wuh 

Cookies^A technology that enables a Web server to 55 commissions paid to the associates are performance-based 
retrieve tnformauon from a user's computer that reveals there is little or no downside to the n^nTSTmSS 

Cn r^ marginaUy-productive associates that provide rehS 

stored on the user s computer (typically on the hard drive) small numbers of referrals reiauveiy 
is commonly referred to as a "cookie." Many standard Web In operation, the customer accesses the associate's Web 

pTnu TTV he T ° f r° 0kieS - 60 si,e 100 usi "8 a stand «d Web browser^ such as 

PUSH Technology. An information dissemination tech- Microsoft's Internet Explorer or Netscape's Navkator 

toSfvS wk VC L a D , e,W r k - ,D C0DtlaSt Which *** the HTTP protocol to communicate withTweb 

to the World Wtde Web (a "pull" technology), in which the server 116 of the associate's site 100. The Web se^er 116 

push ZZo^TV We , b pa r il if sem * accessesa local store of uSfnTSTiS; 

PUSH protocols send the informational content to the user 65 of HTML or "Web" documents) which can be requested 

SSS^ lyP ' CalIy bascd 0D info ™ alion P- -Sieved and viewed by the customer via the Web broS 
specified by the user. m . ^ calalog documents 120 jndude information 
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generated by the associate about the various products fea- spective purchase, together with an identifier of the referrioe 
aired on the associate's Web site 100. Preferably, this associate (if any) corresponding to each such product In one 
information includes editorial descriptions, reviews, and/or implementation, each shopping cart persists on the site 106 
recommendations of the products that assist customers in for an extended period of time (such as one week) following 
making informed purchasing decisions. s the most recent access by the customer, allowing the cus- 
ln ?. e ca,alo 8 documents J^O served by the associate's site tomer to conduct extended shopping sessions. When the 
100 mclude special hyperlinks (to Web pages of the mer- customer proceeds to a check-out area of the merchant site 
chant Web site 106) for allowing consumers to select prod- 106 and submits an order for the selected products the 
ucts for prospective purchase. Typically, one such hyperlink associate identifiers stored within the customer's shopping 
S/f?™.? 1011 product displayed on the associate's 10 cart are used to appropriately credit the accounts of the 
Web site 100. Alternatively, a hyperlink may be provided for referring associates. Although the shopping cart implemen- 
a group of products. When a customer selects (e.g., clicks tation provides an efficient mechanism for tracking and 
on) the hyperlink associated with a particular product, the crediting referral events, referrals can alternatively be ^red- 
customer is automatically connected to the merchant Web ited without the use of a shopping cart, such as by crediting 
«, u P re f ° Ied with v ar i 0US 0 p tions ( inc i ude d is the associate at the time of, or during the same shopping 
within Web pages 136 served from the merchant Web site session as, the referral 

106) for allowing the customer to purchase the selected Because the identity of the customer is normally unknown 

product from the merchant. The hyperlink thus serves as a to the merchant Web site 106 at the time of the referral event 

referral mechanism for referring the customer to the mer- the site 106 uses cookies technology to identify the 

cnant Web site 106. 20 customer, so that the customer can be associated with any 

As described in detad below, the special hyperlinks (also existing shopping cart created during previous visits to the 
referred to herein as "referral links") of the associate's site 106. This process involves retrieving the cookie 140 
catalog documents are provided in association with addi- from the customer computer 108 with the Web server 132 
tional ^formation (embedded in a pre-defined format within and then executing a computer program 144 that compares 
me associated URL) that is transmitted to the merchant Web 25 the cookie against information stored in a customer data 
site 106 m response to selection of the link. In one structure 148. If no shopping cart exists for the customer or 
implementation, this information includes a unique identifier if no cookie exists on the customer computer 108 a shon- 
of the associate (assigned upon enrollment) and a unique ping cart structure is created for the user. Any of a variety of 
identifier of the selected product (such as the ISBN of a alternative techniques can be used to identify the customer 
book). A computer program 144 of the merchant Web site 30 including prompting the customer for a user ID, and/or using 
106 uses this information to identify the associate that was URL information returned by the customer's Web browser 
tht source of the referral, and to credit the sale (referral) to Although the embodiment described herein uses Web 
the associate if the customer subsequently purchases the technology to disseminate the catalog documents, any of a 
product (or group of products). (In other implementations, variety of document types and electronic dissemination 
the credmng of the associate may occur without regard to 35 technologies can be used. For example, the associate's 
whe her foe product is purchased.) Commission payments catalog documents may be in the form of hypertexrual 
can then be paid to the associates on a periodic basis (such e-mail messages that are disseminated by a list server or 
as once a month). In one implementation, the commission PUSH documents disseminated by a PUSH server As inter- 
payments are made electronically, via the computer program active television, video-on-demand, and Web TV tecbnolo- 
144, without the need for involvement by the merchant. 40 gies continue to evolve, it is contemplated that the "catalog 

In one implementation, the merchant Web site 106 com- documents" will include video advertisements that are dis- 
poses a product information database (not shown) that stores played to the customer on a television screen Further 
product pricing ^formation. The computer program 144 of although hypertextual catalog documents are preferably 
rLZL^ Slt<! U ^ CS - thiS Prf f ^ infonnation 10 used , it is possible for an associate to use non-hypertextual 
calculate the proper commission or referral payment. 45 catalogs (including paper-based product catalogs) that sim- 

Although the implementation described herein uses mon- ply instruct the customer to manually enter the appropriate 

etary commissions to compensate the associates for URL (including the referral information) into a browser 

referrals, other forms of compensation can be used. For program. 

example, an associate (and/or the associate's customers) In addition, although the system is described in the 

could be given a discount on products or services sold by the 50 context of "the" associate 's Web site, it should be recognized 

"^iH OH!. • i . .• r L . 'hat a given associate can disseminate its catalog documents 

In one unplementa ion of the merchant Web site 106, (using the single associate ID assigned during online 

select,™ of a referral link causes a product detail page 136 registration) from multiple different sites, including sites 

to be ^played on the customer computer 108. This detail that use different document formats and transfer protocols 
page 136 is served by the merchant Web site 106, and 55 Further, although the system is described herein in the 

includes various information provided by the merchant context of a merchant that sells products, it will be recog- 

(price inventory standard product description, etc.) about nized that the architecture can also be used to sell service! 

SJS°S. ^ p, £' * hyP u Ak i, T " C includi0g 0Dlinc lbat are P«»»Wcd over the Internet! 

selected that allows the selected product to be added to a As will be appreciated by those skilled in the art, the use 

C ^r/hJnW^ e rt Cart ' , ■« , 60 of the URL-embedded referral informaUon to identify the 

The shopping cart is a customer-specific data structure associate allows the associate to be identified, and properly 

that is generated and maintained (within a shopping cart credited for the referral, with a high degree of reliabuity For 

database 152) by executable code of the merchant site 106. example, in contrast to conventional user tracking 

The database may be any type of data repos.tory including, techniques, the present method allows the associate to b? 
for example, u . SQL tabic or ASCII text file. The informa- 65 reliably identified even if the associate Web site 100 operates 

l n H,^c e ,h Th k T' 08 , T u ClUCleS 1 liS i ° f lhe behind 8 CrewalL ln addilion - «» ™thod Provides a high 

products that have been selected by the customer for pro- degree of flexibility to the associate. For example, the 
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associate can change to a different Internet service provider, As further illustrated in FIG. 2, the enrolling associate 

and can use or switch between multiple catalog dissemina- begins the enrollment function by selecting the proper 

tion techniques (Web, e-mail, PUSH, etc.), without affecting hyperlink from the merchant Web page 136 containing 

the ability of the merchant Web site 106 to identify and online registration instructions. The merchant Web server 
credit the associate. Moreover, the associate can freely 5 132 accesses a local store of HTML documents 136 and 

modify its product offerings — without the need for involve- returns an online registration application document 208 (also 

mem by the merchant — by simply updating product descrip- shown in FIGS. 3a-3c) to the enrolling associate's Web 

tions and corresponding referral links within the catalog. browser 204. The enrolling associate can then fill out the 

Asignificant benefit of the architecture is that it allows the detailed online application form 208. 
task of marketing the merchant's products to be efficiently 10 Rcferrin g }° FIGS. 3<7-3c, a preferred embodiment of the 

distributed among entities that have established reputations online a PP hcall0n form 208 is shown. The application 

and exposure within their respective fields. In the context of r f q "?f? informatl0 L n about the enrolling associate, including 

the AMAZON.COM Internet bookstore, for example, a th " W ^ SC ™ r t0 , b ? U *? d for lhe Web site, the 

well-established computer company can set up an associate !^ r ™ L Mt f r S descn P tlv * ™™ and the e-mail 

cooking^ In implementations that involve sales of other With further reference to FIG. 2, once the electronic 

types of products (such as audio/video equipment), the application form 204 is completed by the enrolling 

associates may, for example, include testing laboratories that 20 associate, it is sent from the associate's computer 200 to the 

publish test results. merchant Web server 132 for further processing. As will be 

Because the associate enrollment and referral tracking appreciated by those skilled in the art, other forms of 
functions are automated (m whole or in part), the referral enrollment processing may be used, including but not lim- 
services provided by the associates take place with Utile or ited to regular mail and electronic mail. In addition, although 
no human supervision or intervention by the merchant. In 25 the automated enrollment function is preferably handled by 
addition, because the payments to the associates are the same computer system that handles the referral process- 
performance-based (e.g., based on the number of sales ing function, these functions could be performed by 
resulting from associate referrals), the merchant need not be dedicated, physically distinct computer systems or sites 
concerned with the effectiveness of any given associate site. In response to submission of the enrollment form the 

The system and method also provide an efficient mecfaa- 30 merchant Web server 132 initiates a computer program' 144 

nism for exposing the merchant and the merchant Web site comprising enrollment software that processes the informa- 

106 to the public by encouraging others (associates) to set up tion contained on the electronic application form 208. In one 

outgoing links to the merchant's Web site. For example, this implementation, an agent is used to scan the application text 

may be beneficial where the merchant Web site 106 is for pre-specified terms, and to flag the application for further 

configured to support direct sales (i.e., sales that do not 35 review (such as by a staff member) if such a term exists If 

involve referrals from associates), as is this case with the site no such term is found, and the application is complete, the 

of AMAZON.COM. enrollment software automatically accepts the application 

The various components and functions of the referral As part of this online registration, once the application has 

system are described in further detail below. been processed (either automatically or with human 

3. Associate Enrollment Function 40 intervention), the enrollment software generates a unique 

As indicated above, the merchant Web site 106 includes store ID to be assigned to the associate In addition the 

automated enrollment software (FIG. 1) for allowing an enrollment software creates a database entry corresponding 

entity to apply, via the Internet, to operate as an associate. to the enrolling associate and stores the store ID and the 

The registration process may include the following: (i) the information provided by the enrolling associate as a unique 

presentation of an online business agreement to the 45 entry in an associate database 160. The database may be any 

applicants, (ii) the use of an automated "agent" to scan the type of data repository including, for example, an SQL table 

application text for key inputted terms, including vulgarities or ASCII text file. This database entry allows the merchant 

and other terms that may serve as a basis for denying the Web site 106 to properly track and credit associate referrals 

application, (ui) the automated generation and assignment of as further described below. 

a unique associate ID (also referred to herein as the "store 50 Next, the computer program 144 automatically formats 

ID") to an applicant, and (iv) the automated electronic and transmits an electronic mail message to the e-mail 

transmission of referral link embedding instructions to the address of the approved associate. This electronic mail 

aP CT^ ai i t '-it message provides detailed information about setting up an 

FIG. 2 illustrates the general flow of information between associate's Web site, including instructions on how to create 

components when an associate applicant uses a computer 55 HTML documents with referral links. These instructions 

200 to enroll as an associate. The computer 200 includes a specify a predefined format for embedding the store ID and 

conventional Web browser 204 which communicates with unique product IDs with the HTML link structures In 

the merchant Web server 132 using the HTTP protocol. The addition, the c-mail message includes the unique store ID 

Webserver 132 accesses a local store 136 of HTML docu- (generated by the enrollment software), and includes 

ments (Web pages) which can be requested, retrieved and 60 instructions on obtaining unique product IDs. The associate 

viewed by the applicant via the Web browser 204. These can obtain the unique product IDs by browsing the merchant 

documents may, for example, include information about Web site 106. Alternatively, the unique product IDs may be 

registering online to become an associate. Access to the obtained by the associate through a specific electronic mail 

merchant Web site 106 and the enrollment function is request, or may be provided by the merchant Web site when 

available to any client computer 200, and the enrolling 65 the initial electronic mail response is sent. A preferred set of 

associate is not required to have an established Web site at linking instructions that are sent to new associates is 

the time of enrollment. included as Appendix A. 
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FIG. 4 illustrates a preferred format of a URL400used by the HTML anchor tags "A" and -/A") consists of the URL 

an associate to create a referral link to the merchant Web site. http;//www.amazou.coni;'exec/obidos/ISBN=0809232022/ 

This format is recognized by parsing software (FIG. 1) that skinetA/ and the corresponding textual description "Click 

runs on the merchant Web site. The URL 400 comprises the here to order Terrain Skiing!." The URL is identified as such 

merchant Web server information 402, the unique product 5 by the standard HREF (hypertext reference) tag. The portion 

ID 404, the unique store ID 406, and an associate commis- of tne UR L preceding "skinetA" uniquely identifies a prod- 

sion scheme ID 408. The unique store ID 406 represents the uct . delail Page (of the AMAZON.COM site) of a book 

information created and stored in the associate's database having an ISBN of 0809232022. As described below, the 

during the associate enrollment process described above. In "skinetA" portion of the URL identifies both the referring 

the AMAZON.COM implementation, the unique product ID 10 associate and a commission scheme. The referral link is 

404 is the ISBN of a book that is available from the mcludcd within the document such that selection by the 

AMAZON.COM Web site. The associate commission custo ™r of the lext *'™ck here to order Terrain Skiing!" 

scheme ID is an optional feature that can be used to specify / ,L V™™*™' the URL on lhe 

a commission percentage or method for calculating the ^I^^ZZ?^ ^ "Tf?" u • 

referral commission. a5 Furth « ^ferring to FIG. 5 upon clicking or otherwise 

Upon receipt of the special linking instructions, the asso- £ml Ktem CMheV l^LTn^ ^ 

date can begin to build the content (catalog documents) of ^n *e Srcl^ 

the associate :s Web site, mcluding the descriptions of the access HHvlL documents 136 of the merchant Web site 106 

products to be featured on the site. An associate can begin Initially, the customer is shown a product detail pace that 

to refer customers to the merchant Web site 106 at anytime; 20 provides detailed information about the selected product 

however, no credit may be given to the associate for referred and allows the customer to add the selected product to the 

customers until the associate has included properly- shopping cart (described below). The Web server 132 also 

formatted referral links within its product catalog. serves Web pages (including dynamically-generated pages) 

Additionally, referral credit may be withheld if the merchant that display and allow the customer to edit the contents of 

has not yet authenticated and qualified the associate Web site 25 the shopping cart, and that allow the customer to proceed to 

for business. a check-out area to order the selected products. 

4. Referral Transaction Function Once the customer has linked to the merchant Web site 

A preferred method for processing referral events will 106, the customer can use the navigational controls of the 

now be described with reference to FIGS. 5-7. Referring to Web browser 112 to return to the associate's Web site 100. 

FIG. 5, which depicts an example sequence of events, a 30 In addition, the detail page and/or the shopping cart page 

customer accesses an associate's Web site 100 via the may be provided with a hyperlink to allow the customer to 

customer computer 108. The customer computer 108 return to the associate's Web site 100. Another alternative is 

includes a conventional Web browser 112 which communi- for the associate Web site 100 to be created using an HTML 

cates with the associate's Web server 116 using the HTTP frame format. The bottom frame can be designated as the 

protocol. As depicted by events A and B, the Web server 116 35 target area frame for the merchant's Web site 106. The top 

accesses a local store of catalog documents 120 (Web pages) frame can provide navigational controls for the customer to 

which can be requested, retrieved and viewed by the cus- return to the associate's Web site 100 after selection of a 

tomer via the Web browser 112. As described above, these particular product at the merchant's Web site 106. This 

catalog documents 120 include information about the vari- allows the customer to maintain an associate's Web page 

ous products featured at the associate's Web site 100. 40 frame while viewing and processing product purchases at 

Preferably, this information includes editorial descriptions, the merchant's Web site 106. 

reviews, and recommendations generated by the associate. Following the referral event, the customer can browse the 

FIG. 6 illustrates an example HTML catalog document merchant Web site 106 for additional products, and can add 

(Web page) 120 in accordance with the present invention. these products to the shopping cart. In one configuration 

The customer views the product catalog document 120 via 45 option, the referring associate is given commission credit for 

the Web browser 112 in order to select a particular product all additional products thereafter selected (during the current 

(book) offered through the associate's Web site 100. In this browsing session) from the merchant Web site 106, assum- 

example, the catalog document 120 comprises a graphic ing the customer subsequently purchases these products. In 

icon 600 that is a scaled-down replica of an actual book another configuration option, the associate is only credited 

cover. The graphic icon 600 also functions as a hyperlink, 50 for the purchase of the product that was the subject of the 

allowing the customer to click on the icon with a mouse in referral. 

order to link to the merchant Web site 106. The document The sequence of events that takes place when the cus- 

120 includes the title 602 and author of the book 604, and tomer clicks on the referral link 608 will now be described 

includes an editorial description and recommendation of the in greater detail. Before the product detail page 136 is sent 

book 606 from the associate. The catalog document 120 also 55 to the customer's Web browser 112, the merchant Web 

contains another textual hyperlink 608, allowing the cus- server 132 initiates a computer program 144 to conduct 

tomer to link to the merchant Web site 106 and initiate several processing steps. As depicted by event El in FIG. 5, 

referral transaction processing. Typically, the associate's the computer program 144 executes parsing software (FIg' 

product catalog (which may include multiple catalog pages) 1) to parse the URL passed to the merchant Web server 132 

contains several referral links (with different product IDs), 60 The parsing software extracts the unique product ID (ISBN) 

each corresponding to a different product sold by the mer- the unique store ID associated with a particular associate,' 

cnant - and an optional associate commission ID from the URLdata 

FIG. 7 is an HTML source code listing which illustrates string. For example, if the URL string is 

a preferred format for including a referral link within an http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ISBN- 

HI ML catalog document. The source code of FIG. 7 cor- 65 080923'W/mystoreA/ 

responds to the product catalog document 120 illustrated in the parsing software parses the string to extract the unique 

FIG. 6. In this example, the referral link (included between product ID (ISBN) of 0809232022, the unique store ID of 
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"raystore," and the commission ID of **A." In one In one implementation, once the customer has been 

implementation, the software 144 uses the commission ID to referred to the merchant site 106 and the customer ID has 

calculate an appropriate commission (e.g. 10% of mer- been determined, the merchant site dynamically includes 

chant's sales price) to apply to the associate's account. As this ID within hyperlinks of the detail page and other Web 

described below, if the customer subsequently adds the 5 pages that are sent to the customer computer 108. When the 

selected product to the shopping cart, the extracted infor- custome r subsequently selects such a link (such as to add a 

mation is recorded within a shopping cart data structure thai ^ t0 ^ sh ^ ^ ^ {D fa 

3^ — allytransm^edtothe 

As discussed above, the present invention provides a in J c "P? mC ** ^ ^f^s ihc merchant site 106 to 

system for maintaining a unified shopping cart that stores 10 ldeotlfy the Cl f 0me ' (and shopping cart) without the need 

product information associated with product referrals from 10 ^-request the cookie from the customer computer, 

multiple Web sites, and keeps track of the sources Durmg the process of d 1S playing detail pages and allow- 

(associates) of such referrals. One benefit of this feature is in S the customer to add products to the shopping cart, 

that it enables the customer to perform a single "check out" neither the merchant site 106 nor the associate sites have 

to purchase products from multiple Web sites. Additionally, 15 access to the customer's personal information (name, 

this feature allows the merchant Web site 106 to accurately address, credit card number, etc.). Thus, the system advan- 

track and credit each associate, on a per-product-sale basis, tageously allows the customer to shop anonymously. Only 

that has referred a customer. For example, if, upon "check- when an order is actually submitted does the merchant site 

out" from the merchant Web site 106, the customer has three 106 obtain access to the customer's information, and at no 

books listed in the shopping cart, each of which resulted 20 time is the information provided to the associate sites, 

from a referral from a different associate Web site, each With further reference to FIG. 5, the shopping cart is 

associate will be credited for its respective referral. While stored as a table or data structure within the shopping cart 

the shopping cart feature is particularly useful in the context database 152, along with individual product selections made 

of the disclosed referral system, the feature can also be by customers. If the customer has an existing shopping cart, 

applied to other types of Internet shopping systems that 25 the computer program 144 will create another product 

support shopping from multiple Web sites, including sys- selection entry within the shopping cart database 152, as 

terns that use remote "agents" to monitor Web sites based on indicated generally by event E3. If the customer does not 

pre -specified selections of the customer. have an existing shopping cart, then the computer program 

The data structures and processing steps that implement will create a new shopping cart data structure within the 

the shopping cart will now be described with further refer- 30 shopping cart database 152. The product selection entry 

ence to FIG. 5. As indicated above, the shopping cart within the shopping cart database 152 includes the store ID 

maintains a customer-specific record of the products that and product ID. If a product is selected directly from the 

have been selected by the customer, including the identities merchant Web site 106, the corresponding store ID field may 

of any associate Web sites that acted as referral sources with be blank or encoded with merchant-specific information, 

respect to such products. Preferably, the computer program 35 Other information may be stored in the shopping cart to 

144 maintains this information in a data structure that is implement the specific business procedures of the particular 

stored on the Web site 106 for an extended period of time merchant. 

(such as one week) since the last access to the shopping cart When the customer subsequently purchases a product or 

by the user. Thus allows the customer to discontinue and later products contained in the shopping cart, the associate's 

resume a shopping session without loss of the shopping cart 40 unique store ID maintained in the associate data structure 

data. 160 is used to appropriately credit the associate's account. 

Upon customer selection of a referral link, the computer During this process (or at the time of the referral) the 

program 144 utilizes the customer cookie information 140 computer program 144 determines whether the store ID 

passed through an HTTP call to determine whether the represents a valid (enrolled) associate in the associates 

particular customer (or technically, the customer computer 45 database 160. The processing at the merchant Web site 106 

108) already has an open shopping cart (event E2). As part maintaining the associate's store ID in the shopping cart 

of this process, the computer program 144 executes cookie allows the system to obtain pricing information for a product 

processing software (FIG. 1), which assigns a unique cus- and associate. In this way, the computer program 144 can be 

tomer ID to the customer based on the cookie information configured to generate special discounts or pricing incen- 

140. If the customer's Web browser 112 does not support the so tives to the customer or associate depending on a particular 

use of cookies (or if the cookies feature is disabled) the business relationship. 

program 144 uses URL information received from the Web The shopping cart stored in the shopping cart database 

browser to generate the customer ID. 152 is maintained by the computer program 144 running at 

The customer ID is in turn used by the software 144 to the merchant Web site 106 that monitors the open entries 

identify any shopping cart currently associated with the 55 (non-closed shopping carts) in the shopping cart database 

customer. If no shopping cart exists for the customer, a new 152. The shopping cart database 152 includes the customer 

shopping cart structure (which includes the customer ID) is ID, the date the shopping cart was opened (open date), and 

generated within the shopping cart database 152. The cus- the date last accessed (touch date). The shopping cart 

tomer ID is also stored in a customer database 148. The database is monitored by the computer program 144 to purge 

algorithm used by the program 144 to generate the customer 60 all shopping carts that have been inactive (untouched) for a 

IDs is such that a cookie retrieved from the same customer pre-defined period of time, such as one week, 

computer will consistently produce the same customer ID. FIG. 8 illustrates an example of an HTML catalog docu- 

Thus, assuming the customer always uses the same com- ment (Web page) 136 corresponding to the product detail 

puter to access the merchant site 106, and that the browser page. After processing a referral URL, the merchant Web 

112 supports the use of cookies, the customer will be 65 server 132 sends the detail page 136 to the customer's Web 

assigned the same customer ID, and will be associated with browser 112 to provide the customer with additional infor- 

any existing shopping cart. mation about the selected product. The product detail page 
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includes the merchant's information (price, standard 
description, etc.) about the selected product. The product 
detail page 136 is shown with the URL passed to the 
customer Web browser 112 from the merchant Web server. 

The URL (shown at the top of FIG. 8) comprises the 
unique customer ID 800 (obtained from the customer's 
cookie or URL information), the product ID 802 (shown as 
the ISBN of the Terrain Skiing book), the store ID 804 
(shown as the "skinet" Web site), and the associate com- 
mission ID 806 (the letter "A"). Once the customer has 
reviewed the product detail page 136, the customer can 
select the "Add it to your Shopping Cart" hyperlink 808. 
When the customer clicks on this hyperlink 808, the mer- 
chant Web server 132 returns a dynamically-generated 
HTML document that displays the contents of the shopping 
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FIG. 9 illustrates an example HTML document 136 (Web 
page) corresponding to the customer shopping cart. The 
customer shopping cart document 136 displays information 
about the products currently selected by the customer for 
prospective purchase. In this example, the selection item 902 
is displayed to the customer as the "Terrain Skiing" book 
previously selected. From this page 136, the customer may 
leave the shopping cart page, without proceeding to check- 
out, by either selecting the "continue shopping" link 904 or 
by using a Web browser navigational control to proceed to 
a different Web page. 

FIG. 10a represents another associate's Web site where 
the customer can view products featured with editorial 
comments. For purposes of this example, it may be assumed 
that the customer proceeded directly to this site (e.g., by 
selecting a "favorite places" URL) from the shopping cart 
page of FIG. 9. If the customer selects the hyperlink 1000, 
the merchant Web server returns the product detail page for 
the "Cooking with Daniel Boulud" book, as illustrated in 
FIG. 106. The customer may then add this book to the 
shopping cart by selecting the "Add it to your Shopping 
Cart" hyperlink 1002, and the customer will then be brought 
to the shopping cart Web page illustrated in FIG. 10c. The 
shopping cart now has product selection items correspond- 
ing to the two books selected by the customer during the 
shopping session, and each of these product selection items 
is stored in the shopping can database to uniquely identify 
the respective associate that made the referral. When the 
customer selects the "Proceed to Checkout" hyperlink 1004 
on the shopping cart Web page, the merchant Web site 
returns a form document (not shown) that allows the cus- 
tomer to specify payment information, shipping 
information, and other information needed to process the 
order. 

As illustrated by the above example, one customer shop- 
ping cart can have line items (corresponding to book 
sekU&ns) from many different associate Web sites. In 
addition, the shopping cart can include line items of books 
that have been selected directly from the merchant. As 
described above, because the shopping cart keeps track of 
each referral, the referring associates can efficiently be 
credited for their respective referrals upon order submission, 
without the need for the customer to perform multiple 
"check-outs." 

The merchant Web site includes credit generation soft- 
ware for calculating associate referral credit. Referral credit 
may be calculated in any of a number of ways depending on 
the associate and merchant business relationship, and may 
be provided to the associate on a periodic basis, such as at 
the end of each calendar quarter. For example, the associate 
may be paid a fixed percentage of fr* list selling price. As 
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indicated above, commission payments may be made auto- 
matically using an appropriate electronic payment method. 

As will be appreciated from the foregoing, the shopping 
cart feature of the system enables the customer to view the 
entire shopping experience as a seamless, automated shop- 
ping session. The seamless nature of the session allows the 
customer to shop for products based on the marketing 
expertise of the associates, while conveniently utilizing the 
merchant's order fulfillment resources. 

6. Report Generation Function 
The merchant Web site also preferably includes report 

generation software (FIG. 1) that automatically generates 
and transmits associate feedback reports to respective 
associates, based on information stored by the merchant 
Web site. The software can be configured to generate the 
reports on a daily, weekly, monthly and/or annual basis. The 
information contained within these reports enables the asso- 
ciates to evaluate the effectiveness of their Web sites on a 
per-product basis. 

One report produced by the AMAZON.COM site is the 
"Weekly Activity Report." An example of such a report is 
included as Appendix B. This report provides information 
about the number of books ordered through the associate's 
referral links, the number of selections (hits) of each referral 
link, and the amount of referral credit earned on orders in the 
time period. 

Various other types of information can be provided within 
the feedback reports to assist the associates in conducting 
business. For example, the reports can provide anonymous 

30 demographic data about the customers that made purchases 
from the associate site, including the geographic regions (as 
determined from shipping addresses) of such customers. 
Additionally, the reports can provide special notices, includ- 
ing notices about books that pay lower referral credit to 

35 associates, and any problems occurring with an associate's 
referral links. The report generation feature also may pro- 
vide associates with the ability to access an on-line menu to 
generate custom feedback reports (such as a report of the 
number of referrals during a specific period of time), or to 

40 set up a report profile that specifies the content, format and 
frequency of the automated reports. 

7, Conclusion 

While the invention has been described herein with ref- 
erence to certain preferred embodiments, these embodi- 
ments have been presented by way of example only, and not 
to limit the scope of the invention. Accordingly, the scope of 
the invention should be defined only in accordance with the 
claims that follow. 

In the following claims, reference characters used to 
designate claim steps are provided for convenience of 
description only, and are not intended to imply any particular 
order for performing the steps. 
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Date: Tuc, 24 Jun 1997 02:11:28 -0700 (PDT) 
To: mystore@aol.com 

Subject: Amazon.com Books: Thank you for your application 
Cc: associates@ama2on.com 

Thanks for submitting your application to participate in the 
Amazon.com Associates Program. Your application has been temporarily 
approved. We'll contact you by c-mail once we have reviewed and 
approved your application. 

•Important': Be sure to save this email message-you will need some of 
the information here to property set up your links to Amazon.com. 
You can set up your Web site now. You have been assigned a unique 
Associates ID. You'll use this ID when linking your sponsoring Web site 
65 into our catalog; detailed instructions are included at the end of this 
message. 
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APPENDIX A-continued 



Your unique Associates ID is: mystore. 
USING THE AMAZON.COM BRAND NAME 



As you may already know, Ama20a.com has received a great deal of very 
positive press coverage si ace we opened. From The Wall Street Journal, 
Newsweek and the Associated Press to PC Magazine and WebWcck, 
mainstream and industry press alike have helped to make the Amazon.com 
brand name one of the more well-known among Internet sites. 
Our extensive advertising campaign reaches users of many major Web 
services and search tools, and our printed ads are found in places like the 
New York Times Review of Books. You should consider using not only 
our name but one of the logos or banners found on our site at: 

http^/www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/subst/assoc-art.html 
so that your visitors have the chance to recognize our name as a & miliar 
and trustworthy Internet retailer working in association with you. 
SUGGESTIONS FOR SUCCESSFUL PRESENTATION: 



We've put a page on our Web site filled with suggestions for building a 
great online bookstore. These tips are taken from our most successful 
Associates, and we highly recommend reading them. Follow the link on 
our home page to "Build Your Own Bookstore 0 , and from there link to 
"Build a Great Bookstore", You can also connect directly at this URL: 
http ://www.amazo n.co m/cxec/obidos/subst/assoc-success-tips. html 
HOW TO LINK. INTO OUR CATALOG: 

You can use any sort of book descriptions, review material and graphics 
that you like when describing books on your Web site. All we need is a 
separate link into our catalog for each book you wish to recommend. You 
may add or remove these links at any time without our prior approval; as 
long as they follow the prescribed format we'll detect them automatically 
when they are used. 

Each link to our catalog will be the same except for the ISBN of the 
book. 

You'll see the "isbn»" part of the link at the end of each example below. 
To find the ISBN of the book you wish to list, use our Web site and 
search 

for that book with any of our search tools. The ISBN for each edition 
(hardcover, paperback, book on tape) is displayed on the detail page for 
that book. 

Remember- you may change which books you list whenever you like. You 
won't need our permission and it's not even necessary to advise us of the 
changes-they'U be automatically detected and commissioned properly. 
EXAMPLE: 

For each book you recommend, link it to us like this: 
http://wwwamazon.com/exec/obidos/ISBN-1234567890/mystoreA/ 
Note: You 'must* use a capital A at the end of this link, not a 
lower-case a. 

Of course, the ISBN will change for each book. Do not include any 
spaces 

or dashes in the ISBN when making these links. Also, make sure to check 

our catalog first-we can only sell what's listed there. 

VERY IMPORTANT: If you copy the URL of a book page from our Web 

site and modify it to fit the format above, be sure to remove the 

19-character shopping cart ID that appears at the end of the bookmarked 

or 

copied URL. Your store code should immediately follow the ISBN as in 
the example above. If you leave this in your modified links, they will not 
work properly. 



The information we have about your Web site is as follows: 
Contact e-mail Address: 

mystore@aoI.com 
Contact address: 

John Doe 

1234 East Road 

Anytown 

WA 

12345 
Payee c-mail address: 

mystore@aol.com 
Payee address: 

Doe Enterprises, Inc. 

1234 East Road 

Anytown 

WA 

12345 

Description of books you intend to \'u 
Business Books • How to Business B 
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Sponsoring Web site name: 
Sponsoring Web site URL: 

Your Web site name, in the format we may use on our website: 

Mystore - Anytown, WA in association with Amazon.com Books 



If you have any questions, you can e-mail us at associates@amazon.com 

and we'll be happy to help. 

Once again, thanks for your application. 

Sincerely, 

Associates staff 

Amazon.com Books 

http ://www.a mazon. co mj 

2.5 million titles, consistently low prices 
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Amazon.com Associates Program 
Weekly Activity Reports 

Every week, we e-mail our Associates a detailed activity report so that 
they can track the effectiveness of their efforts. A sample of the report 
shows what you can expect to receive weekly: 
Sample Weekly Activity Report 
Last Week's Sales Results 



30 Note: This report includes a column labeled "ORDERED," which is the 
weekly number of copies for which orders have been placed through your 
special links. Only after these orders are paid for and shipped will they 
actually count toward your referral fee. Some of these orders may later be 
canceled, customers' credit cards may be declined, and occasional returns 
should be expected; in any of these cases, the referral fee will not be 

35 earned. 

The column labeled "HITS" represents the number of times one of your 
visitors clicked on a book (this column can help you gauge your visitors' 
interest in the books you are selling). 

The column labeled "REFERRAL FEE" represent the referral fees your 
site has earned on orders. Please remember that we pay you based on 
4Q orders *shipped', so your actual Referral Fee may be somewhat lower 
than the fee stated here. 

Look for special notices in the titles listed below. They can help you track 
books that may not pay referral fees and identify certain problems with 
the 

link format you may be using 

indicates that this item is currently being featured at a discount of 
45 more than 30%. 

**2"* indicates that this item is "special order" or carries no discount 
Other notes may indicate problems with a link format or items no longer 
carried in our catalog. 

Quaiter-to-Date Books Ordered: 105 
Quarter- to -Date Qualified Book Revenue: 4266.46 
50 Quarter-to-Dale Referral Fees: 519.04 

Click-throughs and sales by individual book for the week of 12-Jan-97 
through 18-Jan-97 
Store ID mystore 

ISBN HITS ORDERED YOUR FEE TITLE 



55 0534517072 4 2 1.70 "2" Earth Online: 

An Internet Guide 2 
sold at 0% off list 
price of 16.95 
Microsoft SQL Server 
6.5 Dba Survival G 
Danny Goodman's 
JavaScript Handbook 
Building Delphi 2 
Database Applications 
11 sold at 20% oft list 
price of 49.99 
Using VRML 
Delphi 2 Tutor: The 
Interactive Seminar 



60 



0672309599 
0764530038 



3 


0 


0.00 


2 


0 


0.00 


355 


11 


65.99 



0789704943 2 0 0.00 

it: 65 0789707500 1 0 0.00 

00 ks 
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Totals: 



477 



19 



8.11) 



75.79 



••1"- Creating Killer 
Web Sites: The A sold 
at 40% off the list 
price of 45.00 



Number of Visitors on l9-Jan-97 68 

Number of Visitors on 20-Jan-97 65 

Number of Visitors on 21-Jan-97 54 

Number of Visitors on 22-Jan-97 59 

Number of Visitors on 23-Jan-97 50 

Number of Visitors on 24-Jan-97 47 

Number of Visitors on 25-Jan-97 32 

Total Visitors this week 375 
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NOTE: A "Visitor'* is a person who click on book links from your site, and 
is counted as 1 visitor (above) regardless of the number of different titles they 
click on. We keep track of this by watching their shopping cart ID, which 
remains the same tor every book they click on. 

A "Hit" is any person clicking on a book link, and each click is counted as 
1 hit. If the same visitor click oa 5 different titles, we record 1 visitor and 5 
hits. Therefore, you should expect the number of visitors to be lower than the 
total number of hits. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A method of selling items with the assistance of 25 
associates, the method comprising: 

providing a Web site system that includes a browsable 
catalog of items and provides services for allowing 
customers to electronically purchase the items; 

providing an associate enrollment system which allows 30 
users to electronically apply to operate as associates 
that select and recommend items from the catalog and 
refer customers to the Web site system in exchange for 
compensation; 

in response to a submission to the enrollment system by 35 
a user, assigning an associate identifier to the user and 
recording the associate identifier within a computer 
memory; 

electronically providing to the user instructions for gen- 
erating hypertextual documents with item-specific links 40 
that, when selected by a customer, cause the user's 
associate identifier and an identifier of a recommended 
item to be transmitted to the Web site system in a 
request message; 

receiving a request message which contains an associate 
identifier and an item identifier and extracting the 
associate and item identifiers from the message, the 
request message generated by a computer of a customer 
in response to selection by the customer of an item- 
specific link provided by an associate in conjunction 5Q 
with a recommendation of the item; 

transmitting to the customer's computer a Web page 
which corresponds to the item identifier extracted from 
the request message; 

transacting a sale of the item and/or other items of the 55 
catalog with the customer through the Web site system; 

using the associate identifier extracted from the request 
message to identify the associate; and 

determining and recording within a computer memory 
compensation for the associate for the sale. 60 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein determining and 
recording within a computer memory compensation for the 
associate comprises calculating a commission which is 
based at least in part on a selling price of an item purchased 
by the customer. 65 

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising paying the 
commission to the associate electronically. 
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4. The method of claim L, further comprising: 
generating a feedback report which contains activity data 

for the item-specitfc link for a selected period of time; 
and 

transmitting the feedback report to the associate. 

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the activity data 
comprises at least one of the following: (i) a number of 
click-through events produced by the link, (ii) a quantity of 
sales resulting from the click-through events, and (iii) com- 
missions for the associate for the sales. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the item is a book. 

7. A method of selling items with the assistance of 
associates, the method comprising: 

providing a Web site system that includes a browsable 
catalog of items and provides services for allowing 
customers to electronically purchase the items; 

providing a database which contains information about a 
plurality of associates that select and recommend items 
from the catalog within respective areas of expertise, at 
least some of the associates operating associate Web 
sites that include item-specific links to the Web site 
system; 

receiving from a computer of a customer a request mes- 
sage which contains an associate identifier and an item 
identifier and extracting the associate and item identi- 
fiers from the message, the request message generated 
in response to selection by the customer of a link of an 
associate Web site, the link provided in conjunction 
with a recommendation of the item by an associate; 

transmitting to the customer's computer a Web page 
which corresponds to the item identifier extracted from 
the request message; 

transacting a sale of the item and/or other items of the 
catalog with the customer through the Web site system; 

using the associate identifier extracted from the request 
message and the database to identify the associate; and 

compensating the associate for the sale. 

8. The method of claim 7, wherein compensating the 
associate for the sale comprising paying the associate elec- 
tronically. 

9. The method of claim 7, further comprising automati- 
cally generating and transmitting to the associate a report 
which contains activity data for the link for a selected period 
of time. 

10. A method of selling items with the assistance of 
associates, the method comprising: 

providing a Web site system that includes a browsable 
catalog of items and provides services for allowing 
customers to electronically purchase the items; 

transmitting to a user a business agreement which speci- 
fies legal terms for operating as an associate that refers 
customers to the Web site system in exchange for 
compensation; 

transmitting to the user an associate enrollment applica- 
tion which is adapted to be completed and electroni- 
cally submitted to apply to operate as an associate; 

electronically receiving a completed enrollment applica- 
tion from the user; 

processing the completed enrollment application; 

storing user information contained within the completed 
enrollment application and an associate identifier 
within a computer memory; 

electronically providing to the user instructions for gen- 
erating hypertextual documents with item-specific links 
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that, when selected by a customer, cause the user's determining compensation for the associates for the refer- 

associate identifier and an identifier of a recommended rals of customers that result in purchases of items from 

item to be transmitted to the Web site system in a the catalog. 

request message; and 18. The method of claim 17, wherein enrolling a plurality 

in response to a referral of a customer which results in a 5 of associates comprises automatically assigning associate 

purchase of one or more items from the Web site ldeQ ^ e * t0 * e associates, and wherein the instructions 

Lct» m > • „ / ^ mT ^„_ f - f ^ , t . specify a format for including the associate identifiers within 

system determining compensation for the user for the ^ ^ tQ permh the Qf ^ 

reerra. 19. The method of claim 17, wherein enrolling a plurality 

U. The method of claim 10, wherein electronically pro- of comprises providing electronic access to a 

viding instructions comprises transmuting to the user an io document which contains terms and conditions for operating 

associate identifier and instructions for incorporating the an associate Web site 

associate identifier into the item-specific links. 20 ^ method of daim 17> further romprisiog electroni- 

12. The method of claim 10, further comprising eleclroni- ca u v paying the associates 

cally paying the associate a monetary amount that represents 21 ^ method of daim 17> compris i n g gen erat- 

the compensation. . 15 ing and electronically sending to an associate of the plurality 

13. The method of claim 10, further comprising general- a report which C0Dlains data about customer referrals and 
ing and transmitting to the user a report which contains resulting sales attributed t0 the associate. 

activity data for at least one item-specific link provided by 22. The method of claim 17, further comprising transmit- 

mc „ ..*<■.,.., • ■ ... ™ tm S 10 at least one associate of the plurality a document 

14. A method of facilitating electronic purchases of items, M which contains suggestions for building a successful online 
comprising: store 

providing a Web site system that includes a browsable 23. A method of operating a virtual store to sell items in 

catalog of items and provides services for allowing association with a merchant that operates a merchant Web 

customers to electronically purchase items from the site, the method comprising: 

catalog; providing an associate Web site which is separate from the 

providing a system for allowing associates to operate merchant Web site; 

associate Web sites that display selected items of the selecting from an electronic catalog of the merchant Web 

catalog and refer customers to the Web site system in site a subset of ite ms of the catalog to display within the 

exchange for compensation; 3Q associate Web site, the subset including at least one 

tracking a customer's selections of a plurality of items of item; 

the catalog from multiple different associate Web sites, for each item of the subset, incorporating into the asso- 

wherein different items of the plurality are selected by ciate Web site (a) a description and/or graphical rep- 

the customer from different associate Web sites; resentation of the item, and (b) a link which permits a 

maintaining a record of the plurality of items selected by 35 use 1 " of the associate Web site to access the merchant 

the customer within a shopping cart data structure Web site to purchase the item, the link formatted such 

within a computer memory of the Web site system; that selection of the link by the user causes a computer 

with the Web site system, transacting a sale of the of the user to generate a request message which 

plurality of items recorded within the shopping cart includes an item identifier and an associate identifier; 

data structure to the customer; and 40 ant * 

in response to the sale, determining, for each of the receiving compensation for at least one referral of a user 

associate Web sites from which the items were selected, t0 the merchant Web site that results in a sale, the 

compensation for a corresponding associate. referral resulting from selection of the link. 

15. The method of claim 14, wherein maintaining a record 24 ' ^ method of claim ^ ^nter comprising generat- 
of the plurality of items comprises storing within the shop- 45 m & 40 edltonal description of at least one of the items of the 
ping cart data structure identifiers that correspond to the subsc f» and incorporating the editorial description into the 
associate Web sites from which the respective items were associate Web site. 

selected. ^5. ^ metnod °f claim 23, wherein selecting from the 

16. The method of claim 14, further comprising the electronic catalog comprises selecting a plurality of books 

computer-implemented steps of: 50 which fall within a subject-based category to which the 

. * 4 ■ • c i_ . associate Web site pertains, 

generating a report that contains information about cus- <%* L j * , - * . 

tomer referrals produced by an associate Web; and . 26 ^ mc,hod of ^ , 23 ' fur f ,h u er °° m P™°g .^play- 

... j . . mg a business name and/or logo of the merchant within the 

transmitting the report to a corresponding associate. associate Web si(e t0 mdicate aQ affiliatioa ^ the mer . 

17. A method 01 selling items from a catalog of items with g5 c jj aa t 

the assistance of associates, the catalog accessible to users of 27 * The method of daim ^ farther comprising inco 

a merchant Web site system which provides services for fati [a{Q ^ Web ^ a ^ wfaich co £ ds 

allowing users to electronically purchase items from the tQ a of pfoducls of the electronic catal 

catalog, the method compnsing: 2g ^ memod Qf cUim ^ fufther comprising Kceiving 

enrolling a plurality of associates using an online regis- 60 an electronic report which contains data about customer 

tration system; referrals and resulting purchases produced by the associate 

initiating electronic transfers to the associates of ins true- Web site. 

lions for creating Web pages with links that are for- 29. A method of assisting in sales of items from a catalog 

matted to enable referrals of customers from Web sites of items of a merchant Web site system, the method com- 

of the associates to the merchant Web site to be tracked; 65 prising: 

tracking referrals of customers from the Web sites of the completing and electronically submitting an online appli- 

associates to the merchant Web site system; and cation to apply to operate as a referral source that refers 
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customers to the merchant Web site system in exchange 
tor compensation for referrals that produce sales; 
electronically receiving instructions for creating Web 
pages with links that arc formatted to permit the 
tracking of customer referrals to the merchant Web site 5 
system; 

providing a Web site which is separate from the merchant 
Web site system; 

incorporating into the Web site at least one Web page Q 
according to the instructions, the Web page including a 
link that is formatted to permit tracking of customer 
referrals to the merchant Web site system; and 

receiving compensation for at least one customer referral 
to the merchant Web site system that results in a sale of 15 
one or more items from the catalog, the customer 
referral resulting from selection by a customer of the 
link. 

30. The method of claim 29, further comprising receiving 
an electronic document which contains terms and conditions 20 
for operating as a referral source. 

31. The method of claim 29, wherein the link comprises 
a URL portion which includes a referral source identifier. 

32. The method of claim 31, wherein the URL portion 
further includes an identifier of an item selected from the 2 s 
catalog. 

33. The method of claim 29, further comprising display- 
ing within the Web site a business name and/or logo corre- 
sponding to the merchant Web site system. 

34. The method of claim 29, further comprising selecting 30 
at least one item from the catalog, and incorporating a 
description and/or graphical representation of the item into 
the Web site. 

35. The method of claim 29, further comprising receiving 
an electronic report which contains data about customer 35 
referrals and resulting sales produced by the Web site. 

36. A computer-implemented system which implements a 
program in which associates of a. merchant electronically 
refer customers to a Web site of the merchant, the system 
comprising: 
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an associate registration system which implements an 
electronic application process to at least partially auto- 
mate enrollment of associates, the associate registration 
system providing associates electronic access to 
instructions for forming Web pages with links that are 
formatted to permit tracking of customer referrals to the 
Web site; 

a referral processing system which tracks referrals of 
customers to the Web site from associates using asso- 
ciate identifiers contained within request messages, the 
request messages generated by customer computers in 
response to selection of links provided by the associates 
according to the instructions; and 

a compensation system which determines and maintains 
records of compensation for the respective associates 
for the customer referrals that result in purchases of 
items from a catalog of the Web site. 

37. The system of claim 36, wherein the associate regis- 
tration system includes a downloadable application which is 
adapted to be completed and electronically submitted to 
apply to operate as an associate. 

38. The system of claim 37, wherein the associate regis- 
tration system includes software which scans entries sub- 
mitted within the application to search for pre-specified 
terms. 

39. The system of claim 36, wherein the associate regis- 
tration system includes software which assigns associate 
identifiers to associate applicants. 

40. The system of claim 36, wherein the compensation 
system calculates associate compensation based on selling 
prices of the items purchased by referred customers. 

41. The system of claim 36, further comprising a report 
generation system which generates and sends to the associ- 
ates feedback reports which include information about cus- 
tomer referrals and resulting sales. 

42. The system of claim 41, wherein the report generation 
system includes an online menu for allowing associates to 
specify parameters for generating custom feedback reports, 

***** 
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